Dear

NATIONAL CONSULTATIVE MEETING
ON 

BUSINESS AND HUMAN RIGHTS
Friday 17 March 2006
Venue: Hall Casuarina, India Habitat Centre, Lodhi Road, New Delhi
"Human rights are the basic rights of each human being, independent of race, sex, religion, political opinion, social status, or any other characteristic. Through international human rights conventions, governments commit to “respect, protect, promote and fulfill" the human rights of their citizens and other individuals within and beyond their borders. The starting point for ensuing discussion is the International Bill of Human Rights, which comprises The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the foundation framework of the international human rights system, and the two International Covenants on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), and Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), respectively. Further, India has ratified the various international human rights treaties and has enshrined the same in our constitution.
In the context of globalization, there are compelling reasons why business should involve human rights as an integral part of their policies and practices. Businesses increasingly need a stable environment in which to operate, with sustainable markets and a "level playing field" of opportunities and limitations. Human rights offer a common framework for business to understand societies' expectations and deliver value to stakeholders in a more sustainable way, and in a business context, advancing human rights is as much about realizing new opportunities and managing risk as it is about meeting essential global standards. For business, human rights provide a universal benchmark for minimum standards of behavior. 
 

While human rights continue to be the primary responsibilities of governments, the debate about the nature and scope of companies' human rights responsibilities is a relatively recent one, as is the idea of applying human rights to business decisions and operations. One of the most comprehensive and significant recent international effort resulted in the "Norms on the Responsibilities of Transnational Corporations and Other Business Enterprises with regards to Human Rights" (UN Norms), developed by a United Nations Expert Group, the UN Sub-Commission for Human Rights. Although the UN Norms have no formal legal status, many leading companies and stakeholder groups agree that the content of the Norms provides a helpful framework for human rights in business. At the macro level, the interface between business and human rights assumes special significance in the Indian context as business searches for effective voluntary mechanisms through which to contribute to the process of sustainable and equitable/inclusive economic growth whilst balancing the increasing and often conflicting expectations of its stakeholders across its sphere of influence in regions and zones of vastly differing levels of governance, both in-country and, in the case of the rapidly growing number of multinational Indian companies, overseas. For leadership companies in India this has, of recent, been translated into a greater attention and effort to positioning corporate responsibility issues as an integral part of their business, and with a separate and distinct identity from its wider philanthropic initiatives. Specifically, this has translated into wide support for various global initiatives, of which the UN Global Compact is a notable example, and who's first two principles call on business to support and respect the protection of international human rights within their sphere of influence, and to make sure they are not complicit in human rights abuses. However, many companies have yet to evolve the systematic strategies and plans essential for translating their human rights related commitments into effective action. In this context, the pioneering work undertaken by leadership companies assumes special significance. In May 2003 seven companies launched The Business Leaders Initiative on Human Rights (BLIHR) which is a three-year programme to help lead and develop the corporate response to human rights. 
 

It is with this brief background that we are organizing this consultative meeting in association with Business Leaders Initiative on Human Rights (BLIHR) at New Delhi on 17th March, 2006. 

We hope that the agenda and other documentation enclosed with this invitation will provide you with sufficient background information to this consultation at which we plan to bring together a group of 20 professionals responsible for CSR in their respective companies to deliberate on how best to advance the Business and Human Rights agenda.
We look forward to meeting you on 17th March 2006.

With best regards

Viraf Mehta
Chief Executive

Partners in Change
Enclosures:

1. Programme agenda
2. Registration form (Please complete and return to Partners in Change no later than Monday 7th March 2006)

3. Annexure 1 – A Guide for Integrating Human Rights into Business Management

4. Annexure 2 – The Global Compact and Human Rights: Understanding Sphere of Influence and Complicity
5. Annexure 3 - International Covenants / Conventions / Treaties
About the Organizers
Partners in Change
Website: www.picindia.org 
Partners in Change was established by ActionAid International (AAI) in 1995 as a not for profit organization under the Societies Registration Act 1860 to promote the understanding and practice of corporate social responsibility in India and was among the first organization in India dedicated to promoting pro-poor CSR through partnerships. During its decade PiC’s funding support was received from ActionAid International (AAI) India and The Ford Foundation. PiC’s mission is to increase the understanding and active participation of business in equitable social development as an integral part of good business practice by promoting partnerships between business, disadvantaged communities, development initiatives and government.

PiC since its inception has recognised the need to have a clear strategy plan and it was with this objective that it launched its first strategy plan a decade ago in 1995. The year starting April 2006 marks entry of PiC’s into its Third Strategy Plan period 2006-2010. Our recent experience has suggested that we further invest our energies in some of the following areas:
1. Promoting responsible business practices across the value chains of select sectors of Indian business and SMEs
2. Promoting responsible business practices by Indian companies in their overseas investments, particularly in other developing countries

3. Sensitisation of Indian business to their obligations vis a vis Human Rights, with specific reference to the UN Norms

Today, in order to more effectively engage with CSR issues in the developing country context,  PiC allies with  a wide range of international networks and regional groupings comprising business and civil society. PiC has also acted as a secretariat to the Mumbai chapter of the United Nations Global Compact (UNGC) from 2001 till 2003 and have been endorsing and promoting the Sub-Commission on the Promotion and Protection of Human Rights (UN norms) through our associations with various expert groups and committees.

PiC’s has its headquarters in Delhi and also have offices / team members in Bangalore, Jamshedpur and Mumbai.

Business Leaders Initiative on Human Rights
Website: www.blihr.org 

Why BLIHR was set up?
The Business Leaders Initiative on Human Rights (BLIHR) was initially a three-year programme to help lead and develop the corporate response to human rights. BLIHR believe in an evidence-based approach based on the application and testing of human rights across a number of business sectors and geographic locations. BLIHR acknowledge that there are some real and perceptual roadblocks that business perceives when trying to operationalise human rights in their work and the Initiative aims to help businesses overcome these through developing tools and signposting the work of others.  The companies in BLIHR have recently agreed to continue for a further three years (1 April 2006 until 31 March 2009) and to invite into the group a few new companies to increase the range of business sectors represented and to be more global in our representation.

Established by whom and for whom?
The concept was initiated by Respect (based in Stockholm, Sweden) and the Ethical Globalisation Initiative (based in New York) and was founded in May 2003 by seven companies: ABB Ltd, Barclays plc, MTV Networks Europe, National Grid plc, Novartis Foundation for Sustainable Development, Novo Nordisk and The Body Shop International plc. During 2004, Hewlett-Packard Company, Statoil and Gap Inc. joined the initiative. A futher five or six companies are being invited to join from 1 April 2006, including at least one company from South Asia. The target audience for BLIHR’s work is principally the business community in different parts of the world, but we are outreach to Government, civil society and trade unions as we believe a pro-active and yet pragmatic business approach to human rights can help inform international discussions about what are the appropriate expectations for society to have of business.
Governance structure

BLIHR is business-led and decisions are made collectively between each of its members. The structure is supported by Respect and the Ethical Globalisation Initiative, and from 1 April 2006 will be managed by TwentyFifty Ltd (www.twentfifty.co.uk) in London. The group meets every three months in working group sessions and is committed to putting outputs into the public domain on an annual basis. The Honorary Chair is Mary Robinson, who attends some of the working groups and who represents BLIHR through her own engagements and speeches. The work of BLIHR is informed by an advisory group of individuals drawn from a number of NGOs, Universities and Business Associations. The relationship to this advisory group will be formalised slightly from 1 April 2006 but the business-led nature of BLIHR will not be changed.
BLIHR reports
The BLIHR#1 report was published in December 2003 and set out the intentions and framework of BLIHR, to include in part to ‘road-test’ the content of the draft UN Norms to examine its utility as a benchmark for business. The BLIHR#2 (December 2004) reports on this work in progress and the forthcoming BLIHR#3 report (April 2006) will report on the end of this work and make a definitive assessment on the utility of a common framework on business and human rights. In addition to the three progress reports, BLIHR has worked with the United Nations to produce “A Guide for Integrating Human Rights into Business Management”, which was launched in consultation format at The Global Compact Summit in Shanghai in November 2005 and will be published in its full form in April 2006.

All BLIHR reports are available at www.blihr.org
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